Societies are trying to cope with ageing and the consequences of the global financial crisis. In most societies collective welfare arrangements for the elderly are under pressure, and drawing on housing equity can be considered as a potential source of augmenting one's pension and financing one's care in old age. This article explores the way in which housing equity is perceived as a financial back-up for old age in Hungary and the Netherlands: two completely different contexts. Hungary and the Netherlands are at opposite poles in many respects when it comes to old age and the role of owner-occupation. In Hungary the large majority of the population is owner-occupier, in the Netherlands the proportion is much smaller. In Hungary most home owners are outright owners; in the Netherlands they invariably have a mortgage. These differences appear to impact on household strategies. In Hungary housing equity plays a key role in the financial strategies of families, whereas it plays only a minor role in the Netherlands. Moving to the rental sector to release housing equity appears an obvious strategy in the Netherlands, whereas this strategy is non-existent in Hungary.
Introduction to the Potential Role of Housing Equity in Retirement
Demographic changes are constantly pushing up the costs of pensions, healthcare and care for the elderly. The population of Europe is ageing and a smaller share of the younger working population needs to support a growing elderly retired population. This is prompting national governments to reconsider the current welfare provisions for the elderly and cut back on spending to a greater or lesser extent. Moreover, the global financial crisis is putting heavy pressure on all governments. The assumption is that households will increasingly have to assume responsibility for their own wellbeing; hence, personal assets could become increasingly important (Ford et al., 2001; Taylor-Gooby, 2004) . Housing is regarded as a fourth pillar of the pension system in Australia (Yates & Bradbury, 2010) , and Europe may be moving in the same direction.
As housing equity is often the largest asset in a household's portfolio, it could become more central in retirement strategies. Housing, however, is not only an asset but also a roof over the head and thus different from all other assets. The use of this special asset can therefore take different forms. We distinguish four different but not mutually exclusive strategies. First, if owner-occupiers have repaid their mortgage and are outright owners, they can apply the 'reduced-housing-expenses strategy', an option that was not available in earlier life and which is not open to tenants. Hence, all else being equal, outright owners have more disposable income. Second, households can sell their dwelling and cash their housing equity in the 'move-andconsume strategy'. They can move to either a cheaper owner-occupied property or a rental dwelling. Third, households can use the 'equity-release strategy'. Equityrelease products enable owner-occupiers to cash housing equity while remaining in the dwelling. They can be offered by various providers: state, market, non-profits or private persons. Finally, housing equity can be left as a bequest, often to family members, who give support (Elsinga et al., 2007; Poggio, 2008) . This fourth strategy is called the 'family-support-for-bequest strategy'.
Housing equity is a very important potential source of income for older people because it can be used to supplement their pensions. Although the accumulated private pension capital -especially if we add the expected entitlement to a state pension (present value of the future pension payment) -is more significant than the housing equity (Mitchell & Moore, 1997) , households can use housing equity as an additional source of income to see them through financial hardship.
In this paper, we investigate the role of housing equity in household retirement strategies in Hungary and the Netherlands, both members of the European Union, but with considerable differences in housing, pension and care policies. Our key assumption is that these differences impact on the role that housing equity plays in household financial strategies. Our aim in comparing the two countries is to reveal important policies, relevant market functions and structures, and customary household strategies. These countries represent two extremes with regard to four relevant contextual elements: (1) old-age welfare provision (in Hungary less than in the Netherlands);
(2) levels of owner-occupation (a lot higher in Hungary than in the Netherlands);
(3) stage of development of the mortgage market (further developed in the Netherlands than in Hungary); and (4) the importance of family support (greater in Hungary than in the Netherlands). Moreover, the two countries have a very different history of institutional development. Hungary represents a transitional country that moved from a centrally planned to a market economy, while the Netherlands represents a welfare state in a market economy, which underwent a series of reforms. Our expectation is that these very different contexts impact on the way households see housing equity in their financial strategies.
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Analytical Framework
Housing Equity, Household Strategies and the Influence of Context
There is an on-going debate on the so-called 'trade-off' between welfare and housing. When countries are compared, a relationship seems to emerge between housing and welfare: the higher the home-ownership rate, the lower the state pensions (Kemeny, 1981; Castles, 1998) . Although there is agreement on the statistical relationship between home-ownership and public spending on state pensions, there is an extended discussion on the causal relation between the two. Are the state pensions low because the home-ownership rate is high or is the home-ownership rate high because the state pensions are low? What is the cause and what is the effect (Doling & Horsewood, 2005; Kemeny, 2005) ?. This paper will not focus on statistical methods to prove causal relations at a macro level, but contribute to this debate by focusing on the household level and, in particular, on the role of housing equity in household strategies. It explores the extent to which housing equity is considered an alternative or addition to retirement pensions and how households react in two completely different European countries. One important assumption is that household strategies are influenced by national policies and the way they respond to the current challenges of an ageing population.
The ways in which governments adjust their policies and households revise their strategies to deal with a new welfare context for the elderly can differ according to the national situation (Frericks, 2010; Pierson, 2002) . Welfare and pension policies differ considerably between countries. Historical processes, existing policies and societal norms, which are transferred from generation to generation, matter when it comes to policy changes (Bengtsson & Ruonavaara, 2010) . Governments can alter policies and cut public spending, but they can, at the same time, safeguard households against market risks by regulating the markets to a greater or lesser degree (Frericks, 2010) .
Households can revise their strategies in various ways. They can accept a lower income and adjust their spending pattern accordingly. Alternatively, they can make private pension arrangements in voluntary government-supported pension schemes, they can use other products offered by financial institutions, or they can invest in housing. Also, they can plan to work longer in order to save longer for a pension or seek a job while receiving a pension. There are, however, other strategies that might be feasible as well. One strategy is to rely on family support. In southern European and eastern European countries, family support is known to play an important role (Arts & Gelissen, 2002; Leitner, 2003; Pfau-Effinger, 2005) . Housing equity seems especially relevant in the context of long-term care for the elderly, as it can be left as a bequest to the caregiver (Poggio, 2008) .
Finally, the specific role of housing equity in a changing welfare context for the elderly depends on a broader range of factors related to the housing market. In some countries the owner-occupation rate is higher than in others, which means that housing equity has a different scope as a solution. Further, house-price developments have not followed the same pattern between countries. The maturity of the mortgage market also matters. In some countries the market is strongly developed, whereas in others it has only recently been introduced (London Economics, 2005) .
Research Methods
In the next sections we set out the differences between the two countries in terms of the housing system, pension system, healthcare and care for the elderly, and social policy. We will call these different elements of the national context the formal institutional context. Next, we investigate the role of housing equity in household strategies, based on 30 in-depth interviews with households in both countries. These were conducted with owner-occupiers in three age groups (25-35; 45-55; 65 and older) , focusing on why people do what they do and how this is influenced by the context. In our reporting we use terms as 'many', 'some' and 'hardly', however findings cannot be generalised. If possible, we complement interview findings with statistics from two Eurobarometer studies (2008 Eurobarometer studies ( , 2010 .
The primary aim is to gain insight into the role of housing equity in retirement strategies by integrating knowledge of the formal institutional context with the perceptions of households in Hungary and the Netherlands. We have formulated two research questions:
1. How do Hungary and the Netherlands compare when it comes to the formal institutional context? 2. What are the typical roles of housing equity in household retirement strategies and what important explanatory factors emerge from the formal institutional context?
Formal Institutional Contexts
Hungary and the Netherlands represent two different welfare systems. This difference is reflected in the institutional divergences in housing, pensions and services for the elderly. These institutional differences are the product of a long development (path dependence) and the political choice of the respective societies. Hungary has moved towards a new welfare system after the regime change in 1989/1990. It could be described as a neo-liberal economic system with a limited social safety net. This development was less of a political choice among the alternative models and more like a series of short-term, sometimes uncoordinated policy responses to the challenges of the economic restructuring (privatisation, price liberalisation, etc.) and the fiscal pressure. Because of the limitations of the social safety net, households who are in the process of coping with the increased housing costs, growing income inequality and the risk of unemployment have started to rely more and more on the informal economy (tax evasion, unreported employment, etc.) 1 and the family safety net to survive. Under the new circumstances intergenerational transfers Owner-occupation, Mortgages and Intergenerational Transfers 73 and the family in general are crucially important in Hungary since extended families often feel obliged to help fill in the gap left by the state or to act as a substitute for costly private services which only a small share of society can afford.
The welfare system in the Netherlands has undergone slow reform in the wake of challenges to the welfare state, but the issues were fundamentally different. Dutch society seems to be less affected by common European challenges -such as an ageing population and the accompanying economic problems. Also, the average poverty risk is reportedly low, and the pension level, as discussed below, is outstandingly generous, which means that retired households face fewer affordability problems than their peers in Hungary. Furthermore, participation in the formal labour market is high (77 per cent in 2009) compared to that of Hungary (55 per cent in 2009), thereby easing the burden on the public redistribution system. When describing the differences in the institutional setup, we make the assumption that many of them can be attributed to the difference in economic development and productivity between Hungary and the Netherlands. 2
Housing Markets that Function Differently
Hungary and the Netherlands represent two different housing systems (see Figure 1 ).
In the Netherlands, despite the shrinkage of the stock, social housing has played a very dominant role in the housing market, accounting for 32 per cent of all housing. However, social landlords are receiving less and less financial support, and the sector has become increasingly dominated by lower-income groups and smaller households. Housing affordability for tenants is safeguarded mainly by a housing allowance. This housing allowance is an important protection against poverty in old age. Currently, the majority of Dutch households are home-owners (55 per cent). The tax incentivefull mortgage interest deduction for income tax -is the most important policy incentive that encourages people to become home-owners. It also encourages people to take out mortgages, as mortgage loans are in fact cheap loans. Consequently, most home-owners in the Netherlands (87 per cent) have one or more mortgages. Interestonly mortgages have become ever more popular (44 per cent of all mortgages) in the Netherlands, resulting in a low share of outright owners, even among the elderly (Figure 1 ). In Hungary, 88 per cent of the households have owner-occupied status; social housing ('below market rent') represents only 4 per cent, while the remaining 8 per cent is private rental (market rent and 'rent free') (EU-SILC, 2007) . The operations of the private rental sector are not transparent due to tax evasion among the landlords. It is a grey market, so its exact size is difficult to estimate. This -by European standards -extreme tenure structure is the result of the privatisation after 1990; it served as a shock absorber in a period of extreme financial stress for households (Struyk, 1996) .
Despite the widespread home-ownership, housing affordability (an ability to pay the costs of housing) for low-income groups became the most pressing social problem after 1990. The social safety net had not developed to a level justified by the growing number of unemployed and the growing income inequality and poverty (Hegedüs & Teller, 2009) .
Housing policy -characterised by a subsidy and tax system with a one-sided bias towards home ownership until the recent crisis -has also been largely responsible for the shrinkage of the social rental sector. After 2000, the economic recovery (increase in household income) and a generous mortgage subsidy system enabled the mortgage market to develop very fast. It did not slow down after the cut in subsidies, because the cheap (but risky) foreign currency (FX) loans replaced the subsidised Hungarian Forint (HUF) loans. The credit crunch significantly increased the repayments on the foreign currency mortgages and has left over 100 thousand households with underwater mortgage debts (more than 90 days of arrears) (Hegedüs, 2011) .
The Pension System
Whereas the pension system has been relatively stable in the Netherlands, the same could not be said for Hungary, where it has changed constantly over the years, with the last major reform as recently as December 2010. In Hungary such perceived instability can contribute in the long run to the relative importance of the accumulation of personal assets and the widespread belief that the state pension will not be enough to cover the cost of living in the future. This is true despite the fact that the pension system in the early 1990s had served as a shock absorber against mass unemployment and contributed most probably to a relatively peaceful economic transformation (Vanhuysse, 2006; Gáspár & Kiss, 2009 ). The next striking difference between the two countries seems to be the standard of living offered by the average pension. Although the replacement rates are similar, they hide very wide differences in real terms. In the Netherlands, contributions to occupational pensions are generally calculated with a view to a replacement rate of Owner-occupation, Mortgages and Intergenerational Transfers 75 around 70 per cent including the state pension (AOW) after 40 years. One important change, however, is that, in order to maintain the sustainability of these funds, in recent years occupational plans have shifted from final to average lifetime salary when determining the pension amount (Haffner & Elsinga, 2009 ). In 2009 the mean net retirement income was €21,044.4 (Eurostat database, 2011).
Pensioners are significantly less affluent in Hungary. Although in 2009 the average pension was 69.1 per cent of the average net reported income 3 (Országos Nyugdíjbiztosítási Főigazgatóság, 2011) , the mean net income for the retired population was EUR 5404 a year. (Eurostat database, 2011). Furthermore, given the prevalence of tax evasion and the flourishing black/grey economy together with the likelihood of wage earners hiding some extra income, it can most probably be assumed that the income ratio between pensioners and wage earners is lower than the supposed 69.1 percent.
Hungarian pensioners, as Figure 2 shows, face financial difficulties in much larger numbers than their Dutch counterparts. More than 60 per cent of Hungarian households with at least one retired member could not handle unforeseen financial expenses (as opposed to 20 per cent of Dutch households). In a similar vein, it was found that almost 80 per cent of such households do not go on holiday as opposed to 20 per cent in the Netherlands.
Whereas pensioners in the Netherlands receive their income from different sources, in Hungary the overwhelming majority receive it from one source: the state. The Netherlands has a three-pillar pension system -public, occupational and voluntary. It is based primarily on the first two pillars: 50 per cent of the pension income is derived from public pensions and 45 per cent from occupational pensions. The public pension is a flat-rate public scheme. All Dutch people who have lived in the Netherlands between the ages of 15 and 65 receive this state pension from the age of 65. The second important pillar consists of occupational pensions that are related to earnings. The third pillar consists of individual financial resources, usually annuity or single-premium insurance policies, which are often fiscally subsidised. Households with higher incomes and self-employed people are more likely than most to own such policies (Toussaint, 2011) . The Hungarian pension system has been characterised by reforms (one in 1997 and one in 2010) that headed in opposite directions. Although neither reform has affected the current pensioners -most of whom accumulated their pension credentials during the Socialist era in the pay-as-you-go system -they are exerting a strong influence on how the current working population thinks about saving and storing wealth in assets. The pension reform of 1997 introduced a three-pillar system with a mandatory public and mandatory and voluntary private pillar. Approximately one-quarter of the contributions went into private funds, whereas the larger, remaining part of the mandatory contributions was paid into the state fund. The disputed pension reform of 2010 changed the system radically again, stepping back from the multi-pillar arrangements and giving prominence to the state again. The compulsory private pillar was practically abolished, 4 leaving only a voluntary pillar besides the state-funded pay-as-you-go system.
An important although not unique characteristic of the Hungarian pension system is the significant role played by early 5 retirement. Early retirees made up 28.5 per cent of the whole pensioner population in 2009 -which equated to 2.5 million at the same time. Besides providing a safety net against unemployment, early retirement offers the possibility of a double income: from pension and work together (Hegedüs & Szemző, 2010) .
Healthcare, Care for the Elderly and Social Policy
The quality of life and well-being of the elderly strongly depend on a range of safety nets -whether offered by their families or by the state. Besides income supplement and tax allowance programmes, which serve adequate levels of consumption by making income available to cover expenses, a whole range of healthcare and in-kind services are relevant to a clear understanding of the strategies pursued by the older generation.
In the Netherlands, the aim of welfare programmes is to help low-income households improve their income. Three policy tools are applied: social minimum income, social insurance and income tax allowances for employees. All households earning less than the social minimum are eligible for a range of benefits (over 260-thousand households receive some kind of benefit). There is a top-up benefit for older people who do not receive an amount equal to the public pension (Haffner & Elsinga, 2009) .
Means testing is a central part of all social benefits in the Netherlands, but families and owner-occupiers are excluded up to certain thresholds. If the value of the equity exceeds €46,900, the welfare benefit takes the form of a mortgage loan. 6 This means that an equity extraction takes place, and the 'loan' has to be paid back.
Income taxation changes when people reach the age of 65 -but tax deductions ('tax credits') are available only for pensioners who do not work or are in very lowpaid jobs, and for those on very low pensions. Employees' social insurance schemes for illness, disability and unemployment are paid and available until the age of 65. This may restrain people from continuing to work, despite the fact that, since 2005, policy has also been focusing on keeping people in employment even after 65 and remunerating them with further tax credits (Haffner & Elsinga, 2009 ).
Healthcare in the Netherlands is privately organised and consists of a combination of 'packages'. There is a basic obligatory package of medical services and additional 'private' packages, the special medical costs for, say, formal and informal care at home or in an institution. Whatever the case, the aim of the policy is to place more responsibility with the individual and to help people to live independently for longer. It seems, on the one hand, that care of the elderly is well-organised, as a basic healthcare package is obligatory for everyone and provisions for special health costs are available. On the other hand, the basic package is just that: a basic package, while extra care is private. Furthermore, any care contributions need to be paid when the care is taken up, and shortages have been reported in some care segments (e.g. intramural care) (Haffner & Elsinga, 2009 ).
Besides centralised social welfare programmes, Hungary has a diversity of social benefits at local level which results in different coverage and participation in the different municipalities. The total state expenditure on social security was 22 per cent of the GDP in Hungary (cf. 28 per cent in the Netherlands) (Eurostat database, 2011).
In Hungary a single state-run insurance scheme covers the different service levels. However, under-the-table payments (parasolvency) have become an integral part of healthcare finance. Patients usually make this extra payment for healthcare services and doctors and nurses usually expect to receive it. This is especially crucial in the case of older people who tend to consult a doctor more frequently.
Financing of long-term care -despite the growing state contributions -is different. Here individual risks are higher and there is more room and a greater need for the use of savings and other assets, including housing equity. In Hungary private and non-profit services play a very important role in providing services, and the extended family usually contributes as well. Among non-institutional care solutions is the quasi-generational contract, whereby carers are frequently compensated by inheriting equity, most likely the ownership of a dwelling. Often, a situation of intergenerational interdependence exists, where for many older people the only way of financing appropriate care is through the use of their home. At the same time, the difficulties experienced by the younger generation in attempts to enter the housing market are alleviated through inheriting the dwelling of their older relatives. Finding a place in a nursing home -another possible solution for elderly care -can be very difficult or prohibitively expensive.
Generally speaking, housing equity can play a very important role in both countries in financing the cost of care, especially if privately arranged home care or a privately owned nursing home becomes the only option.
Household Strategies
We asked interviewees to respond to vignettes -hypothetical situations -in order to reveal the different perspectives and societal norms in the two countries and ultimately to gain insight into the role of housing equity in household strategies and to relate this role to particular elements of the different institutional settings (see also Elsinga, 2011) .
Health and Long-term Care of the Elderly
A 75-year-old woman lives alone in a small house with a garden that she owns. She has been managing at home but is becoming frailer. One of her children lives in a village 30 kilometres away and visits her every week to help her clean the house and do the shopping. Her other child lives 100 kilometres away and visits on a Sunday to cheer her up. The elderly lady's health is deteriorating and she is no longer able to care for herself.
What should happen now?
The Hungarian and Dutch interviewees had rather distinct views on what should happen to the old lady. Most of the Hungarian interviewees opted for a family solution, whereas the Dutch thought that professional home-care services would be most appropriate. In the Eurobarometer (2010) a similar question was put to a large sample of respondents throughout the European Union. The outcomes for Hungary and the Netherlands are shown in Figure 3 . They confirm the interview findings. The interviews further revealed 'why' family support and home care services are perceived as the best options respectively.
In Hungary, support from children and grandchildren is perceived, as is self-evident, as the norm. Some noticed the big geographical distance between the children and the old lady. They could therefore move closer to each other, or even move in together. Importantly, housing equity was mentioned several times: it is generally bequeathed to the caregiver. I think the situation in Hungary is quite clear. One child takes the responsibility and the other child will have to consent to the real estate being inherited by the carer. Most probably, the one living closer will move the old lady into his/her home. It is also very probable that not the old lady but the children will make the decision. In Hungary most old ladies do what their children say. Taking care is the responsibility of children. (Man, lives with partner, 35 years old, has no children)
Some Hungarian interviewees with no children thought of municipal home-care services. However, these services entail tasks that normally fall to family members. Interviewees with relatively high incomes mentioned private home-care services. These are of higher quality and can provide more extensive care compared with the municipal alternative, but they are also perceived as very expensive. Nursing homes were regarded as a last resort because they have a bad reputation: they are overcrowded, and doctors and nurses often need continuous extra payments to ensure a reasonable quality of care. Nursing homes that offer high-quality accommodation and services are very expensive.
The Dutch interviewees also thought that the old lady should stay away from the nursing home as long as possible, although for different reasons: the move would be stressful and her quality of life would diminish. Instead, the old lady should use home-care services. Interviewees did not express concerns about the costs.
Generally, the Dutch interviewees thought that the children of the old lady already did a lot and it would be unusual if they were to do even more.
Well, I find these two children great hey. [ . . . ] These children do an awful lot, that this old woman gets all this . . . fantastic. (Dutch woman, single, 70 years old, children)
The view is that because children live far away and have their own families and jobs, they cannot take care of elderly relatives. The duty of the children is to arrange and monitor the care services and visit their mother regularly.
Pension Incomes
A couple has recently retired; they are in their late 50s and in good health. They have two children who both have families and moderate incomes. They own an average dwelling in a rural area. They are finding it more difficult than they thought to maintain their standard of living in retirement and are considering ways of augmenting their income.
What are their options? What would you advise them to do? Why?
In both countries the interviewees responded in the first place with the option of finding work to generate extra income. Although the response was the same, it originated from different ways of reasoning. In Hungary the interviewees considered it strange that the couple had already retired and had actually stopped working. Here, working (for a while) when receiving a pension is common practice and often a key contributor towards a decent living. Whereas, in the Netherlands, it is considered strange that the retired couple cannot manage financially.
To begin with, in Hungary the interviewees generally think that a pension is not sufficient to live on.
It is only through work that you can increase your income. I regard these 57 to 58-year-old pensioners as very problematic, it is very unlikely in my opinion. I think they could work easily, if there is an opportunity. (Woman, single, 55 years old, has no children)
Hungarian interviewees perceived a pension as a secure basic source of income, but often something that needs to be supplemented, if possible. Jobs are found both in the formal and informal economy. However, it was observed that a pattern of gradual impoverishment does become discernible in the post-retirement years as it becomes increasingly difficult to find work when one gets older. A further problem -regularly overlooked by those who do not save, but plan to secure their living as pensioners by finding extra work -is deteriorating health, which makes regular work difficult.
In the Netherlands the interviewees also opted first for seeking work. However, in contrast to the Hungarians, the Dutch found it very unusual that early retirement should lead to financial problems. Normally, someone who retires receives an income that is only slightly lower than the previous income from work.
Well, they should have thought about that. They have thought wrongly. That is not very smart. You can easily predict that it [the level of income] will stay the same or become slightly less, so then you are not going to complain. And then, if this is difficult for them, because they actually want more, there is no other option than to work a bit longer and earn some extras. (Dutch man, 72 years old, lives with partner, children) Figure 4 . Expectations about seeking a job in retirement in Hungary and the Netherlands. Source: Eurobarometer, 2008. As the couple was healthy, the Dutch interviewees thought that it would not be a problem to find a job. They emphasised that this need not be a full-time job, but a part-time one, in the formal or the informal economy, and it can be a kind of job that they would enjoy. Figure 4 shows the expectations of non-retired Hungarians and Dutch concerning work in retirement (Eurobarometer, 2008) . It appears that more Hungarians expect to seek a job.
In both countries the interviewees sometimes referred to housing equity in their answers. In Hungary the interviewees mentioned the possibilities of (sub)letting, buying a cheaper dwelling or moving in with the children. In the Netherlands the interviewees thought that the couple could move to the rental sector or buy a cheaper dwelling. In both countries, however, the interviewees did foresee some complications due to the housing market situation.
Housing Equity in Retirement
Housing equity plays a more dominant role during retirement in Hungary than in the Netherlands due to the differences in the pension system, the social safety net and the housing market. Below we discuss the four strategies for consuming housing equity (introduced in the first section) in relation to the two countries (see Table 1 ).
The Hungarian interviewees spontaneously spoke of a 'family-support-for-bequest strategy', which means that a person takes care of a frail elderly relative and inherits the dwelling in return. The inheritance is part of the typical solidarity between family members in Hungary. It is perceived as important for the future financial well-being of children and grandchildren. The inherited dwelling serves as a place to live; or -if the heir(s) already have a dwelling -as an asset, a financial resource. Some households would consider letting the dwelling and moving in with the children if faced with desperate situations. The prevalence of the family strategy depends on how important it is to leave the dwelling as a bequest. In some Hungarian cases, where parents and children are both financially well-off, this family strategy seems less obvious as an option. Furthermore, there are cases where family solidarity simply does not exist or it is not possible to make a feasible arrangement. The family-support-for-bequest strategy was not identified in the Dutch interviews. Nevertheless, the interviewees were worried about care services for the elderly in the future. With an ageing population, care might become more expensive, unavailable, or the quality of care services might deteriorate. Some interviewees could foresee that children might become again more important for social services in old age in the Netherlands.
In Hungary the interviewees with no children regarded their housing equity as a crucial emergency fund. Long-term institutional care is often perceived as expensive. Private home-care services are very costly, so these interviewees often preferred to use their housing equity to pay a carer separately. This carer is often a member of the extended family. In comparison, in the Netherlands the interviewees relied more on affordable public care services. Healthcare is covered by the insurance; and longterm care can be paid for with the retirement income. It is not necessary to spend one's assets. Still, as mentioned above, there were concerns about the availability and quality of care for the elderly in the future.
If households are faced with an inadequate pension and finding work or adjusting the spending pattern is not a solution, the 'move-and-consume strategy' seems the most obvious way to use housing equity. Both in the Netherlands and in Hungary the interviewees saw moving house as a difficult step. They mentioned the emotional attachment to a dwelling. However, if we compare the two countries, moving house is considered less of an option in Hungary than in the Netherlands. This can also be seen in Figure 5 .
One reason might be that, in general, people in Hungary tend to move house less than in the Netherlands. The housing market is less dynamic, the rental sector is marginal. Additionally, Hungarian interviewees often found it important to leave their dwelling as a bequest to the (grand)children. Hence, if one has no children moving is an easier step. In the Netherlands, the financial situation of the children was hardly a consideration when reflecting on the option of selling. Further, in both countries, Figure 5 . Considering moving into a different home after retirement in Hungary and in the Netherlands. Source: Eurobarometer, 2010. it became apparent that moving house to solve a financial urgency was usually an acceptable option if one lived in a relatively expensive dwelling. If this is the case, one could still find an attractive owner-occupied dwelling in an attractive neighbourhood, hence one would not lose too much in terms of living standards. However, in the Netherlands, the rental sector was also mentioned as an acceptable alternative. This may be an option for people in the lower segment of the owner-occupied market. This is not an option in Hungary.
Both in Hungary and the Netherlands, housing equity seems to be more important as a safety-net for the self-employed. In Hungary, self-employed people often evade taxes to push up their income -which implies that they will have lower pensions. Therefore, they need to arrange private pension capital. Many do not succeed -they consume their full income, they invest in their businesses instead, or they cannot afford to save -and therefore expect to continue working after retirement age. However, if health conditions or any other factor should prevent them from working, they might have to use their housing equity or rely on the help of family members.
In the Netherlands, the self-employed -in contrast to employees -do not automatically participate in compulsory occupational pension schemes. Some are successful in voluntary pension schemes, others are not. Also, in the Netherlands, the selfemployed expect to work beyond the formal retirement age and they include their housing more often in their retirement planning than employees. Retired interviewees who used to be self-employed had often moved to a cheaper dwelling to free up some housing equity. The self-employed interviewees had plans to sell in retirement. In Hungary the self-employed still perceive housing equity as an emergency fund; whereas in the Netherlands the self-employed generally find it less difficult to 'plan' the consumption of housing equity.
Two other types of strategies were hardly mentioned spontaneously -the 'reducehousing-expenses strategy' and the 'equity-release strategy'. In Hungary people are already outright owners in earlier life (see 'Housing Markets that Function Differently'); no monthly mortgage in old age is regarded as self-evident for the great majority of Hungarian households. In their case, reducing housing expenses can only mean moving to a smaller dwelling -so it would belong to the 'move-and-consume strategy' -which could substantially lower their maintenance and utility costs. In the Netherlands, outright ownership and hence reduced housing expenses are not self-evident.
Then again, in the Netherlands, fewer and fewer owner-occupiers repay their mortgages in full. At the end of the mortgage term many still have a remaining debt. This is due to the fiscal arrangements that make mortgages cheap. Financial advisors had advised retired interviewees to not repay the mortgage, but to keep part of it unpaid, as it was more profitable to invest savings elsewhere. In any case, it is perfectly feasible, because current retirees in the Netherlands have relatively high incomes and can easily afford the remaining mortgage debt. Changes to the Dutch pension system could make these mortgage debts problematic for future Dutch retirees. Figure 6 . Considering equity release as an option in Hungary and in the Netherlands. Source: Eurobarometer, 2010. Finally, equity-release products are mostly seen as a last resort. Generally, the interviewees in both countries seemed to prefer selling to equity-release strategies. In Hungary, despite a general lack of confidence in these schemes, households without children were more amenable to the idea of equity-release products. In the Netherlands a few interviewees without children could imagine themselves seriously considering this option in retirement. Overall, the Dutch seem more interested than the Hungarians (see Figure 6 ). Hence, in the country where there is comparably less financial hardship, there is more interest in equity-release products.
One explanatory factor seems to be that the Dutch are more used to mortgage borrowing than the Hungarians. In both countries, however, the interviewees expressed distrust both in mortgage lenders and products. Hungarian interviewees mentioned aggressive marketing, which they disliked. Additionally, they found the product unethical, as their children expected to receive an inheritance. Nevertheless, if there were no other way out, this is an option that could be considered. The level of trust in government policies might also explain the different stances. In comparison with the Dutch, the Hungarians have experienced more instability and many welfare policy changes. The younger generations clearly feel they cannot rely on the government and need to provide for themselves instead. The Hungarian interviewees seemed more cautious about spending their housing equity, as the future is still unpredictable, compared with the Netherlands.
Conclusions
The main purpose of this paper is to gain insight into the role of housing equity in retirement strategies by integrating knowledge of the formal institutional context with the perceptions of households in Hungary and the Netherlands.
The Use of Different Strategies
When answering the research question 'What are the typical roles of housing equity in household retirement strategies and how are they embedded in the formal Owner-occupation, Mortgages and Intergenerational Transfers 87 institutional context?', we found that housing equity plays a more important role in Hungary than in the Netherlands, whereas, at the same time, the interviewees in the Netherlands appeared to find it easier to plan or imagine spending their housing equity. It is not just higher levels of financial hardship that make housing equity more crucial in Hungary, but also a particular aspect of the housing market, which forces households to use intergenerational transfers to access home ownership. This makes the 'family-support-for-bequest strategy' the predominant, successful strategy. Second, professional long-term care services for the elderly are often perceived as unacceptable -due to their low quality -or simply unaffordable. In Hungary, spending housing equity can be a crucial last resort in urgent situations.
It appears to be easier for the Dutch to imagine or to plan spending housing equity, 'move-and-consume' seems the most typical strategy. Dutch interviewees did not reflect in the same way as Hungarians on the importance of housing equity as a bequest. Their children could find a decent apartment or house for themselves. Also, Dutch interviewees seem to trust the government and rely on the social safety net more than the Hungarians. Moreover, the Dutch find it somewhat easier to imagine moving house. They seem more used to moving house, do not expect difficulties in selling their dwelling, and some could imagine moving to the rental sector. The latter alternative was non-existent in Hungary. As a result, selling is not an option for Hungarian interviewees at the lower end of the housing market.
An 'equity-release strategy' was seldom mentioned as the preferred way to draw upon housing equity, but those Hungarian interviewees at the lower end of the housing market would need to use a reverse mortgage to be able to spend their housing equity. However, these mortgage products are an option only at the higher end of market. In the Netherlands people are more open to the idea of reverse mortgage products than the Hungarians. An explanation may lie in the fact that the Dutch perceive a mortgage as normal. In Hungary, housing equity is not normally seen as 'individual' property, as it is crucial for the future financial well-being of the children. It is considered inappropriate to spend housing equity for your own needs.
Finally, and surprisingly, the 'reduce-housing-expenses strategy' barely cropped up in the interviews in both countries. In Hungary outright ownership is already commonplace in earlier life (see 'Housing Markets that Function Differently'), so housing expenses can only be reduced by moving and minimising the maintenance costs. In the Netherlands outright ownership is becoming less and less normal for older owner-occupiers, due to the mortgage market and fiscal incentives.
Reflection
These results show that the different institutional contexts in Hungary and the Netherlands result in different housing strategies and a different role for housing equity. They demonstrate that the relation between housing and pensions is country specific and depend on institutional context. For Hungarian home owners the family is of key importance: housing equity is part of the family strategy and a way of providing the next generation with a house without recourse to the mortgage market. And it is a way of paying for care in old age. In the Netherlands, housing equity is less important for households: the pension system is still generous, home ownership is something for higher-income groups and people are encouraged by the government to take out mortgages. Therefore, releasing housing equity is more of an option, a welcome extra for households in the higher income strata. As Yates and Bradbury (2010) conclude, it is important to recognise that those who miss out on home ownership are excluded from this trade-off. This amounts to 12 per cent of the households in Hungary and 44 per cent of the households in the Netherlands.
When we reflect on the role of housing equity in household retirement strategies for the near future, we see two patterns -relationships between the formal institutional context and household strategies -that require attention. First, in both countries, the self-employed are not automatically saving for a pension that is related to the level of earnings. In this group the dwelling seems an important financial resource for retirement. In Hungary the self-employed account for a substantial 15-20 per cent of the total working population. In the Netherlands, the contingent of self-employed grew from 6 per cent in 1996 to 9 per cent of the total working population in 2008 (Kösters, 2009) . Here, they seemed more open to the idea of consuming their housing equity, compared with Hungary. In sum, housing equity might appear increasingly important, particularly for the self-employed in both countries.
Second, in Hungary, we found that financial hardship in retirement is higher than in the Netherlands and that housing equity is therefore more essential. Hence, Hungary could serve as an example for a potential future role of housing equity in the Netherlands if we assume that financial hardship will increase. Self-evidently, housing equity can be incorporated in retirement strategies in different ways from those employed in Hungary, depending on other contextual variables as set out above. However, for the Netherlands, the extent to which people will build up housing equity is still open to question, as older people tend to still have mortgage debts.
Notes 4. In a much disputed legislation, which currently awaits the decision of the Constitutional Court, those who decided to keep their savings in the private pillar and not return them to the state fund are punished by losing their eligibility to state pension, while nevertheless being obliged to pay their contribution into the state fund. As a result approximately 97 per cent of the tax payers decided to leave the private pillars. 5. The current official retirement age is 62, although most people retire earlier. A big group of early retirees is made up of people with disabilities, while another consists of those who can receive pension early based on the number of years of employment, the vocation they chose -e.g. a job as policeman or a miner has the benefit of early retirement -or just being in the cohort that is allowed early retirement in the gradual process of expanding the retirement age. 6. http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/bijstand
